2	GLADSTONE'S PRIME
attention throughout the country. Working men canvassed the
form and prospects of parliamentary leaders much as they now
do those of dirt-track racers. The dazzle of the brightest lights
was unforgettable. As late as 1900 an old village worker in
Somerset wished to convey to the present writer his sense of the
eminence of a local worthy. 'He held', he said, 'a position in the
neighbourhood like that which the late Lord Palmers ton used
to hold in this country,' Palmcrston had then been dead thirty-
five years.
Of the mighty protagonists now before us Disraeli celebrated
his sixty-sixth birthday in December 1870, and Gladstone his
sixty-first in the same month. Both were then at the height of
their powers. Disraeli's waned gradually after he was 70, rapidly
after 75; and he died at 76. Gladstone, who lived to be 88 and
was in office as Prime Minister at 84, nevertheless, like Disraeli,
underwent a change about 70. As a consequence, common esti-
mates of him. to-day rarely do him full justice. For the phases of
his character and record, which to old men now living are a per-
sonal memory and which younger men may have overheard on
the lips of since-dead relatives, arc those from 1880 onwards,
when, though still phenomenal, he was altogether past his best,
One has to get behind this, and study at first hand the speeches,
newspapers, and other contemporary records of the sixties ami
seventies, to realize his almost incredible magnitude in his prime.
Then for a period of years he displayed all-round parliamentary
powers, which it is difficult to believe can ever have been quite
equalled, and which in one situation after another simply
astounded friend and foe alike. It is not the least part of Dis-
raeli's credit that in presence of such a human tornado he never
lost his footing or his nerve, but by the cool and dexterous use
of his own very different resources—in particular through the
strange partnership of a daring imagination with a resilient and
inscrutable irony—was able always to maintain a fighting front.
Gladstone had taken office as prime minister for the first time
in 1868 at the head of a party formed by a fusion of whigs, Peel-
ites, and radicals, to which the term 'liberal* was first regularly
applied in England. Born of Disraeli's (1867) cxteasion of the
franchise, this was the greatest reforming Parliament since that
born of the original extension in 1832. The sessions of 1869 and
1870 fall outside the present volume; in the first the Irish Church
had been disestablished; in the second two other measures of

